REPORT  SMALL  BUSINESS 


PRODUCTION  FIRM  MELDS 
WHIMSY,  DISCIPLINE 

Approach  includes  ‘flight  plan’  of  daily  goals  for  creative  staff 


BY  STEVE  GARMHAUSEN 


Every  day,  840,000  preschoolers  watch  a  show  on  Nickelodeon’s  Nickjr.  starring 
an  operatic  guinea  pig,  turtle  and  duckling  who  leave  their  little  red  schoolhouse  to 
rescue  baby  animals. 

Those  pint-size  viewers  of  Wonder  Pets!  might  not  be  able  to  describe  the  theatrical 
format  and  cutting-edge  animation,  but  they  know  the  program  is  special. 

“  Wonder  Pets !  is  really  cool,”  says  5-year-old  Ella  Dastillung,  who  lives  in  Cincinnati.  “My 
favorite  part  is  when  Ming-Ming  says,  ‘This  is  serious!’  ”  says  her  twin  brother,  Jack,  referring  to 
its  duckling  star. 

The  Emmy  winner  is  the  brainchild  of  Little  Airplane  Productions  Inc.,  considered  a  hothouse 


for  great  childrens 
programming. 

“  Wonder  Pets !  is  a 
true  testament  to  inno¬ 
vative  design  and  ani¬ 
mation,”  says  Teri 
Weiss,  senior  vice  pres¬ 
ident  of  preschool  pro¬ 
duction  and  develop¬ 
ment  at  Nickelodeon. 

“We  thought  it  was 
unique  from  the  mo¬ 
ment  we  saw  the  first 
shorts  back  in  2003.” 

Audaciously  creative  and  mas¬ 
terfully  organized  into  13-  and  14- 
minute  episodes,  Wonder  Pets !  is  a 
metaphor  for  Little  Airplane.  Disci¬ 
pline  underpins  the  shops  commer¬ 
cial  and  critical  success. 


“I  think  that  most 
creative  people,  myself 
included,  work  best 
under  clear  deadlines,” 
says  founder  Josh 
Selig,  whose  approach 
includes  a  “flight  plan” 
that  details  daily  goals 
for  each  artist. 

Mr.  Selig  has  been 
in  the  business  of  har¬ 
nessing  ideas  practi¬ 
cally  his  entire  life.  A 
former  Sesame  Street 
child  actor  who  later  wrote  for  the 
show,  he  founded  Little  Airplane  in 
1999  because  it  was  the  only  way  that 
he  could  ensure  his  stories  ended  up 
the  way  he  had  written  them. 

Little  Airplane  sold  its  first  se¬ 


ries,  Oobi :/,  before  Mr.  Selig  had  even 
found  an  office.  It  featured  ultra¬ 
minimalist  “puppets”:  actors’  hands 
with  plastic  eyeballs  attached.  Oobi 
was  so  popular  that  Noggin,  anoth¬ 
er  Nickelodeon  channel,  ordered  a 
season  of  long-form  shows — and 
then  another. 

Big  plans 

THE  COMPANY  IS  PRODUCING  tWO 
shows  at  its  New  York  studios,  locat¬ 
ed  in  South  Street  Seaport.  Both  se¬ 
ries — Wonder  Pets/,  which  is  head¬ 
ing  into  its  third  season,  and  the 
brand-new  3rd  &  Bird! — use  the 
bold,  colorful  style  known  as  photo¬ 
puppetry  animation. 

This  summer,  after  contentious 
negotiations  with  the  Associated 


MR.  SELIG’S  FAVORITE 
KIDS’  PROGRAMS 

•  The  Backyardigans 

•  Charlie  and  Lola 

•  Bear  in  the 
Big  Blue 
House 

•  The  Bugs 
Bunny  Show  i 

•  Mister  Rogers’ 
Neighborhood 


JOSH  SELIG 

performed  on 
Sesame  Street  when 
he  was  a  child,  then 
wrote  for  the  show. 


Musicians  of  Greater  New  York, 
Local  802  AFM,  Little  Airplane 
agreed  that  the  musicians  who  work 
on  Wonder  Pets!  would  be  covered  by 
a  union  contract. 

Mr.  Selig  acknowledges  that 
New  York  production  firms  and  the 
unions  have  a  history  of  tension.  But 
he  tries  to  create  a  harmonious  envi¬ 
ronment  for  his  own  creative  staff 
by,  for  instance,  providing  feed¬ 
back — known  as  “notes” — in  a 
straightforward  but  thoughtful  way. 
“If  the  notes  improve  the  final  prod¬ 
uct,  then  everyone  is  happy,”  he  says. 

This  owner  continues  to  chart  a 
challenging  course.  With  nearly  a 
decade  of  preschool  productions  un¬ 
der  its  belt,  the  company  is  now  ex¬ 
ploring  family-oriented  film  projects. 


2008  AWARD  WINNER 


LITTLE  AIRPLANE 

FOUNDER  Josh  Selig 

EMPLOYEES  105 

REVENUES  $18  million  from  two 
shows  in  production 

MAJOR  ACHIEVEMENTS  Produces 
the  Emmy-winning  Wonder  Pets! 
and  3rd  &  Bird!,  for  U.S.  and  U.K. 
markets;  Oobi! ms  breakout  hit. 

CHARITABLE  WORK  Supports  local 
schools  by  donating  tours. 


“I’ve  always  been  very  curious 
about  my  own  potential  and  the  po¬ 
tential  of  my  team,”  Mr.  Selig  says. 


CO  M  M  ENTS?  smallbiz@crainsnewyork.  com 


J 


.  CRAIN’S  NEW  YORK  BUSINESS 
A  PRESENTS: 

The  first-ever  Guide  to  Professional  Services 

This  stand  alone  section  will  feature  hundreds  of  industry-related 
services  and  suppliers  and  will  be  bound  into  the  Oct.  20th  issue 

of  Crain’s  New  York  Business. 

PURCHASE  YOUR  LISTING  TODAY. 

For  more  information,  contact  Philip  Martin  at  212.210.0272 


We  believe  in  small  business. 


Each  year,  hundreds  of  certified  minority,  women-owned,  and  small  business 
enterprises  (M/W/SBE)  play  a  major  role  in  delivering  critical  services  and  products 
that  fuel  the  world's  largest  airport  system,  the  East  Coast's  biggest  seaport,  and  the 
region's  most  active  tunnels,  bridges,  and  terminals. 

Now  more  than  ever  before  -  the  Port  Authority  needs  regional  businesses  to 
help  it  complete  its  $29.5  billion  1 0-year  capital  investment  plan. 

At  the  Port  Authority,  we  believe  in  small  business;  we  believe  in  you.  Become 
a  certified  M/W/SBE  firm  today. 


or  cnybsales@crainsnewyork.com. 


panynj.info/doingbusinesswith 
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